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Data Literacies and Practices in Higher Education: Educators' Perspectives
Research Summary:
During the COVID-19 pandemic, higher education moved online, fast-forwarding academia's
entanglement in proprietary, datafied systems. This international survey of university educators
who were intending to teach online in September 2020 explored how faculty understood the data
implications of the classroom tools they planned to use. This pilot survey was open to educators
in all kinds of teaching roles – from casual or sessional to tenured to staff and term – and was
designed around four proxy questions. The questions’ goal was to create a baseline snapshot of
faculty’s knowledge, practices, experience, and perspectives on data and online learning. The
study correlated responses to demographic questions about geographic locale, academic role and
status position, years of teaching in higher education, and experience with different online
classroom tools.
Ultimately, 339 respondents completed the short online instrument. Respondents represented 25
countries around the world, with the largest number of participants from Canada (38%) and the
United States (40%). The other 22% were based primarily in Europe, as well as Egypt, Turkey,
Australia, Mexico, and other locales. Faculty who participated came from a variety of disciplines
and had a wide range of teaching experience and positions within the academy.
The findings of the study were relatively stark: the pilot revealed that even in the online-centric
summer of 2020, the pervasiveness of digital and datafied tools did not translate into widespread
faculty knowledge or cautionary practice surrounding data and online learning platforms. Less
than ⅔ of respondents knew which country the servers for their LMS could be found in, and, by
extension, which country’s privacy laws governed student data within that LMS. Among USbased respondents, 85% did not know the location of LMS servers. In terms of practices, 60% of
participants reported reading the TOS on new classroom technologies less than 10% of the time,
while fewer than 10% reported reading TOS often. On the experience proxy question, while
nearly 91% of respondents reported no serious privacy breaches (defined as hacking, password
or security breach, fraud, identity theft, or other data-related issues) or issues related to
technology use with students, only 53% of respondents had the same response in the context of
personal technology use. Nearly half (48.7%) of respondents believed that data should not be
analyzed by institutions without express permission. This indicates that while most institutional
datafication is currently non-transparent and automatic, many faculty would support a more optin and informed approach to datafication in higher education.
While findings were not surprising, they did suggest that higher education classrooms are
datafying at a faster rate than educators are necessarily keeping up with. Amidst the COVIDrelated mass transition online, gaps in data knowledge and teacher practice demand attention. In
the follow-up qualitative study planned for 2021-22, my intent is to investigate all these data
literacy proxies in significantly greater depth and breadth, to better address the state of the actual
in terms of faculty’s knowledge, practices, and experiences with datafication.

